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Measures implemented this year could bring down gas imports from Russia 
by over one-third, with additional temporary options to deepen these cuts to 
well over half while still lowering emissions 

Europe’s reliance on imported natural gas from Russia has again been thrown into 
sharp relief by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine on 24 February. In 2021, the European 
Union imported an average of over 380 million cubic metres (mcm) per day of gas by 
pipeline from Russia, or around 140 billion cubic metres (bcm) for the year as a 
whole. As well as that, around 15 bcm was delivered in the form of liquefied natural 
gas (LNG). The total 155 bcm imported from Russia accounted for around 45% of 
the EU’s gas imports in 2021 and almost 40% of its total gas consumption. 
Progress towards net zero ambitions in Europe will bring down gas use and imports 
over time, but today’s crisis raises specific questions about imports from Russia and 
what policy makers and consumers can do to lower them. This IEA analysis proposes 
a series of immediate actions that could be taken to reduce reliance on Russian gas, 
while enhancing the near-term resilence of the EU gas network and minimising the 
hardships for vulnerable consumers.  
A suite of measures in our 10-Point Plan, spanning gas supplies, the electricity 
system and end-use sectors1, could result in the EU’s annual call on Russian gas 
imports falling by more than 50 bcm within one year – a reduction of over one-third. 
These figures take into account the need for additional refilling of European gas 
storage facilities in 2022 after low Russian supplies helped drive these storage levels 
to unusually low levels. The 10-Point Plan is consistent with the EU’s climate 
ambitions and the European Green Deal and also points towards the outcomes 
achieved in the IEA Net Zero Emissions by 2050 Roadmap, in which the EU totally 
eliminates the need for Russian gas imports before 2030. 
We also consider possibilities for Europe to go even further and faster to limit near-
term reliance on Russian gas, although these would mean a slower near-term pace 
of EU emissions reductions. If Europe were to take these additional steps, then near-
term Russian gas imports could be reduced by more than 80 bcm, or well over half. 
The analysis highlights some trade-offs. Accelerating investment in clean and 
efficient technologies is at the heart of the solution, but even very rapid deployment 
will take time to make a major dent in demand for imported gas. The faster EU policy 
makers seek to move away from Russian gas supplies, the greater the potential 
implications in terms of economic costs and/or near-term emissions. Circumstances 
also vary widely across the EU, depending on geography and supply arrangements. 
Reducing reliance on Russian gas will not be simple, requiring a concerted and 
sustained policy effort across multiple sectors, alongside strong international 
dialogue on energy markets and security. There are multiple links between Europe’s 
policy choices and broader global market balances. Strengthened international 
cooperation with alternative pipeline and LNG exporters – and with other major gas 
importers and consumers – will be critical. Clear communication between 
governments, industry and consumers is also an essential element for successful 
implementation. 

1 We have not included additional near-term measures to curb industrial demand, because of the risk of wider knock-on 
effects on the European economy. 
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Cross-cutting 

10. Step up efforts to diversify and decarbonise sources of power system 
flexibility 
• A key policy challenge for the EU in the coming years is to scale up alternative forms 

of flexibility for the power system, notably seasonal flexibility but also demand shifting 
and peak shaving. For the moment, gas is the main source of such flexibility and, as 
such, the links between gas and electricity security are set to deepen in the coming 
years, even as overall EU gas demand declines.  

• Governments therefore need to step up efforts to develop and deploy workable, 
sustainable and cost-effective ways to manage the flexibility needs of EU power 
systems. A portfolio of options will be required, including enhanced grids, energy 
efficiency, increased electrification and demand-side response, dispatchable low 
emissions generation, and various large-scale and long-term energy storage 
technologies alongside short-term sources of flexibility such as batteries. EU member 
states need to ensure that there are adequate market price signals to support the 
business case for these investments. 

• Flexibility measures to reduce industrial electricity and gas demand in peak hours are 
particularly important to alleviate the pressure on gas demand for electricity 
generation.  

• Domestically sourced low-carbon gases – including biomethane, low-carbon hydrogen 
and synthetic methane – could be an important part of the solution, but a much greater 
demonstration and deployment effort will be required.  

 

Impact: A major near-term push on innovation can, over time, loosen the strong 
links between natural gas supply and Europe’s electricity security. Real-time 
electricity price signals can unlock more flexible demand, in turn reducing 
expensive and gas-intensive peak supply needs. 
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Going faster and further – additional fuel switching options in the 
power sector  

Other avenues are available to the EU if it wishes or needs to reduce reliance on 
Russian gas even more quickly – but with notable trade-offs.5 The main near-term 
option would involve switching away from gas use in the power sector via an 
increased call on Europe’s coal-fired fleet or by using alternative fuels – primarily 
liquid fuels – within existing gas-fired power plants.  

Given that these alternatives to gas use would raise the EU’s emissions, they are not 
included in the 10-Point Plan described above. However, they could displace large 
volumes of gas relatively quickly. We estimate that a temporary shift from gas to coal- 
or oil-fired generation could reduce gas demand for power by some 28 bcm before 
there was an overall increase in the EU’s energy-related emissions.  

The larger share of this potential decrease in gas demand would be possible through 
gas-to-coal switching: an additional 120 TWh in coal-fired generation could cut gas 
demand by 22 bcm in one year. In addition to opportunities to run on biomethane, 
nearly a quarter of the EU’s fleet of gas-fired power plants is capable of using 
alternative fuels – nearly all in the form of liquid fuels. Taking advantage of this 
capability could displace another 6 bcm of natural gas demand a year, depending on 
sufficient financial incentives to switch fuels and the availability of those fuels. 

If this fuel-switching option were to be fully exercised in addition to the complete 
implementation of the 10-Point Plan described above, it would result in a total annual 
reduction in EU imports of gas from Russia of more than 80 bcm, or well over half, 
while still resulting in a modest decline in overall emissions. 

 
                                                                 
5 We also examined the possibilities to bring down industrial use, especially for feedstocks. On the latter, there is limited 
scope to improve conversion yields, so a reduction in feedstock gas demand would in practice mean reduced chemical 
production, with important potential knock-on effects along value chains (e.g. in 2021, the food industry in some countries 
was disrupted because the supply of CO2 to food-packing companies was sourced from ammonia plants, which stopped 
production because of high natural gas prices). 
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